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Soil scientists who make and interpret soil maps deal with soil variability as a routine part of their job. In fact, if it were not true that soils vary from place to place on the landscape, there would be no need for soil scientists! Soils of course do vary from place to place, and it is the job of the field soil scientist to make some sense of the variation that occurs. How do we do this? To answer this question we must consider the nature of soil variability.
To the layman, the fact that the soil in one farm field is different from the soil in another field is often a mystery. To the soil scientist, these soil differences are understandable. This is because the soil scientist views soil variability as a function of the interaction of the five factors of soil formation. We consider the combined effects of climate, parent material, vegetation, landscape position, and time and are able to understand and even predict (within limits) the nature of the soil at a given location.
The process is one in which we begin with an aerial photograph covering some geographic area which contains considerable variation in soil properties (e.g., clay content, depth to bedrock, color, reaction, etc.). Based on an understanding of soil genesis for the area, the soil scientist partitions the variability of the entire area into a collection of delineations on a map where the variation within a delineation is less than the variation of the area as a whole. For example, while clay content may range from S to 600/0 within a landscape, delineations of soils formed in sandy alluvium may vary from 3 to 10% clay while other delineations of soils formed from shale residuum
